1
A HISTORICAL SURVEY

A litcrary approach to the study of the Bible is both 4 new
and an old phenomenon. In the past two decades unprecedented
attention has been directed ro the literary qualities of the texe. In
the glare of the present explosion of interest, however, we must
not lose sight of the long prehistory of literary approaches, The
present chapter surveys the history of the interrelationship of
biblical and literary studies. The early history is lightly treated,
not to denigrate its importance, but by choice our focus is the
different conterporary manifestations of the literary approach.
It is appropriate ta emphasize the recent past, given the current
fascination of the biblical scholar for the literary approach.

The chapter is not exhaustive but serves as a beginning
guide to the use of literary concepts and tools in the field of
biblical studies. The concentration in the historical survey will
clearly be on the second half of the twenticth century. Pre-
twenticth-century schools and figures chosen for comment are
cited as high points or representatives.

PRECURSORS TO THE LITERARY APPROACH
Patristic Interpretation

Many of the early church fathers were educated in classical
rhetoric and poetics. As a result, they frequently applied the
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principles of literature that they learned in school to the study of
the Scriptures. They often compared biblical stories and pocms
with ones familiar to them in classical literature, The result was,
from a modern perspective, a distortion of understanding and
evaluation of the biblical texts. Jerome, for example, scanned
Hebrew poems and described their poetic form in labels
developed for Greek and Latin poetry.! Kugel quotes Jerome as
saying:
What is mere musical than the Psaleer? which, in the manner of
our Flaceus or of the Greek Pindar, now flows in iambs, now
rings with Aleaics, swells to a Sapphic measure or moves along
with « half~foot? What is fairer than the hymns of Deuteronomy
or lsaiah? What is more solemn than Solomon, what more
polished than Job? All of which boaks, as Josephus and Origen
write, flow in the onginal in hexameter and pentameter verses,?

Augustine too compared biblical stories with classical
stories and found the former rough and clumsy in their form
when compared with the latter. In his Confessions (Book 3:5) we
find the tollowing telling comment;

So | made up my mind to examine the holy Scriptures and see
what kind of books they were. [ discovered something that was
at once beyond the understanding of the proud and hidden from
the eyes of children. lts gart was humble, but the heighis it
reached were sublime. . . . When | first looked into the Scrip-
tures . . . they scemed quite unworthy of comparison with the
stately prase of Cicero?

Augustine thought that the Bible had a low literary quality,
which for him represented a test of faith and bumility. The
intellectual must be willing to accept the idea that the Bible is
infertor literature and must still believe the message. Other
fathers of the church attempted ta prove that the Bible was
actually superior to pagan literature in its form as well as in its
content,

1), Kugel, The Idea of Diblical Poeiry (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1961), pp. 149-56,

2lbid., p. 152.

"Quoted in ibid., pp. 159-60.
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Of course, the Aaw inherent in the Fathers' literar
approach to the Bible is that they judged the text by smnd{rd{.
d.cvcls:)pm.i for the analysis of a foreign literature, The im ‘nsi;
tion of alien values on the biblical text s 1 pitfall that contil::mcs
to the present day (see chapter 2). The positive aspect of the
Fnthc;s Aapproach is that they recognized the literary qualities of
the biblical stories, an awareness that gradually diminished as

the content of the Scriptures was abstracted INtO  various
theological systems. ‘

Robert Lowth and the Study of Hebrew Poetry

Poctry is so obviously literary, in the sense of artful and
conventional, that it was subjected to literary analysis l(;nfv
before prose. Robert Lowth, who was a professor of English :]L;
Dxfor_d in the late eighteenth century, wrote a Iansiir;'lark
analysis of the workings of Hebrew poetry, particularly
pill’!l”.L‘]_'l.‘.in]." By categorizing parallelism, discussing meter, and
clclscnbmg ot.hcr poetic devices, Lowth approached purt o'l’ the
Bible as a literary text. He was, in essence, describing the
corwcnuor?s that shaped the writing of the Psalms, ls:eiahb and
othc'r poetic texts. Lowth’s results, though ¢ventually rcct‘.‘;\-"in
considerable modification, aided in the correct reading of thg:
poctry of the Old Testament. ¢ )

Work on understanding the conventions and devices of
Hebrew poctry has continued unabated ever since. Primaril
scholars have further refined Lowth's categores of p:’ll’;l”i.‘fiﬁ'ly;;
and ha‘w: suggested various schemes for describing mct-cr
Interesting work has also been done in the area of grammar.icall

P H d I h'l. [ f AT :l‘ dL\l‘l ¢S (s50C
aIa”LhS"F 114} 1t ‘l'l.'h“ ation ()' other SL(’OIld
Ehﬂ}: ter )' 3 (

Hermann Gunkel

, In rlcadmg thc_mosn recent research on the literary method
one would be surprised to find Hermann Gunkel's name in a Jist

*R. Lowth, Lecures an the Sucred Paer
v 3 vy of the Hebrews (Londan: T, Tepe &
S(.\n,. 1435, ml'lg. 1753); ¢f. A. Baker, “Parallelism: Englind's Cunlrihliliff to
Biblical Seudies,” CBQ 35 (1973): 42940,
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of representative early developers of the literary approach.
Indeed, in the eyes of some, Gunkel is the archcncmy .Df.. a
literary approach. With his interest in discovering the individ-
aal forms and their setting in life, the emphasis was on
individua! texts outside of their canonical context and on a
sociological rather than a literary explanation of their origins,

A definite gulf exists berween Gunkel and contemporary
aesthetic critics, but we should sull recognize that Gunkel
developed his understanding of form eriticism in an inia:r(lisci—
plinary context. His use of the concepts of penre ((;arnm‘g).
form (Formr), and setting in lite (Sitz im Lihen) are heavily
informed by literary and sociological theories of his day.*
Indeed one of the difficulties wich hiblical form criticism as
traditionally practiced is not that it is aliterary in its understand-
ing of genre but that it adopts a neoclassical concept OE’_ genre
that was obsolete even in Guukel's day.? In any case, Gunkel
advanced a literary approach to the study of Scripture by
focusing atcention on the all-important issue of identifying the
genre of a text in the process of interpretation.

James Muilenburg and Rhetorical Criticism

James Muilenburg delivered his presidential address tonthc
Society of Biblical Literature in 1968, an eyent that has since
become a touchstone for holistic and literary approaches to the
study of the Bible# The title, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” is
instructive hecause, while appreciating the strengths of form
criticism, he fele it was time to move beyand the impasse that
had resulted from concentrating on individual pericopes within

VFar instance, Weiss, The Bitle foor Within

oG Tucker, Forme Crisiciom of e O Festanrens (Philadelphbia: Fortress, 1971),
pp. 4-5 and M. J. Buss, “The Seady of Forms," i Old a"fs.f-:_:m-nl .!-u_s:ur
Griticizn, ed. | 11 Mayes [San Antonis: Trnity University Press, 1974), po 50,

I Neo-classical penre theory is a nincteenth-century phenomenon that l'lL'l-I-.’I.:\
rigicl view of genres a5 pure and hierarchical; see G NG Oprsins, "Gcnrrw. in
Five Brisiceton Bnepclopedia of Poerey and Poetics (Princeton: Princeton University
Prese, 1974), p. J0H .

%), Mullenburg, “Form Criticism and Heyond," JBL 88 (196%): 1-14
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texes, He was concerned as well with the emphasis that form
criticism placed on the “typical and representative” to the
excluston of “individual, personal, and unique features.” On
the positive side, he recognized that the Old Testament had a
high literary guality and promoted the study of style. His work
has since stimulated many other studies connected with the style
of Hebrew poetry and prose.

The preceding survey is very schematic. It completely
ignores some major figures of the past, particularly the
medieval period and alse of this century (Norden, Kdnig, and
Alonso-Schaékel, for instance). Nonetheless, it is now clear thae
the modern literary approach has a long history in the ficld of
biblical interpretation, even if 1t has never before reached the
current Jevel of activity.

As we now turn to the modern period of literary study of
the Bible, there are many ways in which we could proceed. One
possible approach is chronological and charts the different
dominant schools of thought in secular literary study and then
gives examples concerning how each school of thought has
exerted an influence on biblical studies. To proeeed in such a
way, once would begin with New Criticism, then consider
structuralism and semiotics, and finally conclude with decon-
strucrion. Other influential minority positions could then be
discussed, particularly reader-response, archetypal, Marxist,
and feminist literary criticism.

Biblical studies, however, does not follow the chronelogi-
cal pattern of secular theory. Some researchers in Bible write in
a New Critical mode long after New Criticism has passed away
as a major school in literary theory. Others adopt meore
traditional modes of literary critictsm, even m this age of
deconstruction. In reality, ot course, this diversity reflects the
situation in hterary theory. Deconstruction may be the avant-
garde movement today, but many in literary theory cither
blithely or studiously avoid it in order to continue in traditional,
pethaps even pre-New Critical, 1modes of interpretation.”

*Some believe, however, that deconstruction is already somewhat passe,
evidence for which they see i an article by C. Campbell, " The Tyranny of the
Yale Critics,” New York Times Magazine, Feb. 9, 1986,
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Instead of a diachronic survey of literary theory, then, [ employ
a synchronic analysis. . ‘

Each school of thought concentrates attention on one
element of what might be called the act of literary communica-
tion. A literary text may be seen as a message of one sorOr
another addressed by an author to a reader. The commmunication
itsell takes place in a certain social and n.:mpoml context, whtu"'hl
may be called the universe. These relations may be diagramec

as follows:

Universe |
(historical events or theological ideas)

Work
{Text)

Auithiar Reader'?

Theorists of the traditional school believe that we Sh()flld
mterpret the meaning of a piece of literature by C{)ﬂCEll[r.LElllg
on the author. Others foeus on the text, and still ochers focus on
the reader. 1 discuss the various schools of literary theory under
their respective ﬁ'ucusc:s——author—cuntcr_cd. tcxt-ccntu:ra?, and
reader-centered. The main principles of each school of htc-rury
study will be examined, followed by specific examples of the
inﬂu;'ncc cach has cxercised on biblical studies,

150, M. Abeams, The Mirror aind the Lamp [Mew ‘I"ot.k (,J?(ﬁl.ﬂ‘.l U!flvct:il.}'l
Fress, 1953), pp. 3=2% and |. Barton, "Clasitying Biblical Criticism,” JSCT

29 (1984): =35
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AUTHOR-CENTERED THEORIES
Literary Studies

Moderu literary criticism has rejected the author as the
magjor ¢clenent in the interpretive process. Since the advent of
New Criticism in the 19405 until the present, theorists have
proclaimed the death of the author, granting authors no
privileged insight into their own wark. This trend, of course, is
d complete reversal of the traditional approach to interpretation
a5 it was known in the first half of the century.,

TRADITIONAL CRITICISM

Traditional criticism before 1940 took great interest in the
author. The key to interpretation was thought to lic in 2
knowledge of the activitics and thought life of the author as he
or she was writing a poem or narrative. The interpreter desired
to discover the anthor's intentional muiing. Sandra Bermann
describes the attitude of traditional criticism in the tollowing
Hlustrative way: “If we read historics, biographics, and Keats'
own letters with enough scholarly patience and skill, we could
be confident of ‘getting the poem right,” ‘understanding it,"
‘nterpreting its truch.” "M It is pivotal to know, for example,
that Keats wrote his sonnet “Bright Star,” with its themes of
love and death, as he was caring for his brother Tom, who was
dying of tubereulosis (and infecting John), and also that he wilg
sobered by the reality of death in his passion for Fanny. This
background knowledge, it was thought, provided the key to the
interpretation of "Bright Swar,” with its lines such as the
following: I have two luxuries to brood over in my walks,
Your Loveliness and the hour of tny death. O that [ could have
possession of them both in the same minure. "

There are powerful arguments agamnst such approaches.
How is it possible to reconstruct an author's intention in a
literary work, since he or she may not even have been conscious
of it? The poet often is his or her own worst interpreter. How

s, Bermann, “Revolution in Literary Criticism,” Privceton Alumri Weekly,
Nov. 21 [og4, p. 10,
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can we get back into the mind of the paet? The l:.lttcr is 1
problem obviously heightened in the study of an ancient test.

As discussed below, the New Critics of the fortics and
fifties moved away from authorial intent, a view fon-.nalizc.d by
Winsatt and Beardsley in their description of the “mtc.ntlon;.ll
fallacy’" and their concomitant focus on t.hc text alone in their
own interpretive strategy.'? The jutentional fallacy may be
defined as a view that:

claimed that whether the author has expressly stated wh;ft his
intention was in writing 1 poent, or whether it is merely in(.crrc‘d
from what we know about his life and opinions, his i|1tcnnm'} s
irrelevant to the literary critic, because meaning and value reside
within the text of the finished, free-standing, and public work of
literature itself.)?

Certainly the argument of the intentional fallacy has some
measure of validity. Traditional critics spent 50 much time
discussing the life and habits of authors that they losll sight of
the text before them. The New Critics did 4 great service, as we
will see, in dirccting attention to the text ieself in the

nterprefive process.

E. . HIRSCH

It 15 dangerous, however, to move complctc.ly #way from
any consideration of authorial intention, which is t}}c dcc.ded
direction of contemporary literary theory. E. . Hirsch 1s an
important contemporary advocate for the impertance of th‘c
author.! Hirsch maintains that to lose sight of the author's
intention in writing a text will result in thc. loss of any
established meaning of a text. The author’s intention provl_dcs a
kind of anchor in the sea of interpretive relativity. For Hirsch,

2w, K. Wimsate and M. Beardsley, “The Intentionl Fallacy,” r‘cprimcd m
The Verbal leon: Sindies in the Meaning of Poetry {LUiniversity :I'r.L‘:'.:x of KFIIHIC‘F ¥
19543, pp. 3- 18, Some leading New {rides sattened their visw on intenlion

later.
U Abrams, Glogary, po 83 ! .
BE D, Hirsch, Jo.. Falidity in Daterpremation (New Haven: Yale Umversity
Press, 1967); and idem, The Aims of huerpretation (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970).
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the meaning of a text 15 o be identified with the author’s
intended purpose. He is aware of afl of the methodological
difficultics associated with his position, notably the problem of
recovering with certainty an author’s purpose. After all, authors
are usuilly not very explicit in literary works.

Hirsch's approach is interesting in that he approaches the
author’s meaning through a study of the text itself, particularly
s genre. In other words, he infers the author’s meaning
primarily thraugh a careful study of the text in relationship to
other closely related texts, This move s important and
approaches the balaneed view that | advocate in chapeer 3
below. Farthermore, Hirsch does not completely ignore the
role of the reader in interpretation. He does nor accept certain
reader-response theories that argue that readers create meaning,.
Nevertheless, he does recognize that different readers will draw
out different implications from the same rext. He makes a
distinction at this point between “meaning” and “significance.”
We have already scen that meaning 15 to be related to the
author's intention. “'Significance” of a literary work refers to
the application that readers draw on the basis of their own
background and interests.

Biblical Studies

While much of importance separates them, both critical
and evangelical interpretation radinionally have tocused on the
author. The tormer has developed eritical tools to enable the
interpreter to go behind the final form of the text to 1ts original
seeting, and the Jatter spends much energy on fixing and
describing the rime period in which the author wrote. If the
author is known by name, then biographical information is
utilized In incerpretation.

HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD

Tradttional eriticistn, also referred ro as the historical-
critical incthod, is usually contrasted with @ literary approach.
As pointed out in the introduction, historical eritics and literary
critics often define their positions as conflicting with each other,
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On another level, however, traditional criticism is a type of
literary approach. It bears some resemblance to pre-New
Crirical approaches that seck the meaning of a text in the light
of a knowledge of the author and the author's background. In
biblical studics this orientation manifests itself in the concern to
interpret a texe in the lighe of 1wts orginal serting,

The difference between traditional literary theory and
traditional biblical ¢riticism against contemporary forms of both
is the difference between a diachronic and a synchronic
approach. Roughly speaking a diachronic approach to literature
examines the historical development of literature and 15 con-
cerned with changes over time. On the other hand, a synchron-
ic approach concentrates on one stage (usually the final form of
the text), regardless of its prehistory.

Traditional critics developed tools for the study of the
biblical text that were intended to recover the history of the
text's development. They wanted 1o recover the original texe
and its setting. Explicitly or implicitly, these critics made the
assumption that the meaning resides in its orgin and has been
distorted by its vse 1n later forms. The tools most commonly
associated with traditional criticism are source, form, and
redaction criticism. Much could be written abour cach of these
approacbes, but for the purposes of thig chaprer, brief descrip-
tions will be given. The interested reader may refer to the
secondary literature cited in the footnotes.

No one has ever doubted that biblical authors utilized
sources in the composition of certain books.'® The author/-
editor of the books of Kings actually cites certain documents.
At the end of the nincteenth century, however, hypothetical
sources became the object of intense scrutiny, Source criticism
of the Pentateuch came into its own primarily under the
influence of Julius Wellhausen.'s Since that time, the main

U Barton, Reading the Old Tesiomemt, pp. 1-29% N, FHabel, Literary Crincisn of

the Old Testmsent (Philadelphia: Forteess, [971); R, B, Clements, Chee Fiondred
Years of Ol Fomamen Interpretation |Philadelplim: Westminster, 1970

o), Wellhausen, Geschachie fsrarls [ (Marburg, 16878); 2d ed., Prolegenend zur
Cieschivhity Isrets (1853, Eng. trans., Pralegomena to thie History of el 1853), See
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impetus in Pentateuchal studies has been the delineation,
descniption, and dating of the various precxisting sources that
make up the Torah. Source eriticism is not restricted to the
Pentateuch, but it began in earnest in this portion of Scripture.
Use of different divine names, doublets, and other types of
repetition and supposed cantradictions are some of the criteria
used to distinguish one source from another. The result of the
study of sources is to move away from the final form of the texe
o _il:s prehistory. The method is thus diachronic. Furthermore,
it fragments the final form of the text into a number of sources.
Both of these tendencies are resisted by modern licerary
approaches to the study of the Bible. It is not surprising that the
modcern tendency in Pentateuchal studies is to move away from
source analysis.!?

Form criticsm developed partly in reaction to source
eriticism, though it does not necessarily conflict with it.1% As
formulated by Gunkel and others, form eriticism too is a
diac.hronic method, secking to discover the original form and
setting of a particular biblical passage. The implicit assumption
is that the key to the meaning of a passage is located in its
oniginal use and not in its final (distorted) form. Form criticism
studices a text in the light of other texts that are similar in terms
of structure, content, language, and so forth. Gunkel argued
that cach form had one and only one setting and chat that setting
wis a sociological one. Sigmund Mowinckel, 2 student of
Gunkel's, argued, for instance, that the Psalms for the most part
found their original home in an annual enthronement festival.
_ The next logical step is redaction criticism., ' Once agiin it
Is partly a reaction against its past—in this case, form criticisn,

now [. Rogersan, O Testament Critivisu in the Niveteenth Cewtnry: ngland and
Ciermsany I'|.'1|i|.|u,|i:|;‘:h|.1_' Fortress, 1985)

LM Kikawuea and A, Quinn, Before Abrabam Was: The Uity of Genesis
I=11 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1945), .

" Barton, Reading the Old Testament, pp. M—44; Tucker, Form Criticiam: foor 4
More detniled disaission and fuller hibliography. see my “Form Crincism,
Recent Lrevelopments in Genre Theory and the Evangelical," W 47 (1985):
4007, -

.’.".lhr[un_ Bruding the G Testament, pp. 45-76: | A, Wharton, “Redaction
Criticism, OId Testament,”™ IDB, Supplementiry Volume, 72933,
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Form criticism tended to fragment a text. The concern was to
isolate a passage from its context in the biblical text and swdy it
in the light of its prehistory. Redaction criticism deals with the
shape of the final form. What principles were active in the
bringing together of these isolated forms? This approach usually
tries to identify the theological concerns of the redactor, or
editor, the so-called Tendenz. Redaction eriticism is obviously
helpful in the study of the Gospels or Kings and Chronicles,
where the same events are being presented two or more tines.
It becomes much more tentative where there is no parallel text
to serve as a control, Redaction criticism is a step beyond both
source and form criticism in looking for the hand that drew the
text into its final form. With redaction criticism we are moving
closer to what we recognize as contemporary literary criticism
with its interest on the final form of the text.

These brief descriptions of source, form, and redacuion
criticism show a contrast with the agenda of modern literary
approaches. The difference may be summanzed as the differ-
ence between a diachronic and a synchronic approach. The
diachronic appruach asks questions that are exirinsic to the text
itself: Who is the uuthor? What are the author’s characteristics?
What is the historical background of the text? and so forth.
Implicitly or explicitly, the interpretive key is thought to le
outside of the rext ttself in its origin or background. These
questions still arise in hiterary theory, bur the approach to
Ierature that they imply is now recognized as obsolete or
problemanc. Advoeates of a literary approach tend to reject,
ignore, or seriously modify these rools of historical criticism.
Recently, however, there have been attempts at synthesis 20

TRADITIONAL EVANGELICAL APPROACHES

Evangelicals, for the most part, have also assumed that the
meaning of a text resides in the author's intention and the
historical background. The historical-grammmatical approach to
interpretation has emphasized the need to study the Bible in the

N Plulips Longs, " The Retgn and Rejection of King Saul'™ (Pho1). diss.,
Cambridge Umiversiey, | 1987),
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light of its historical origin. OFf course, the major difference
with traditional eritical approaches is that the text has been
identified with its canonical form, the final form of the text. A
recent, lucid defense of identifying the meaning of a text with
the author’s intention is that of Walter Kaiser. Kaiser applied the
theory of E. ID. Hirsch to the situation of biblical exegesis and
boldly stated, “The anther’s intended meaning s what a text
incans, 21

TEXT-CENTERED THEORIES
Literary Studies

Extremie cases of the traditional approach studied every-
thing but the work of literature itself. The reaction came in the
194()s and continues until the present day. Critics have shifted
dramatically from a study of the origin and development of a
piece of literature to a study of the text itself. Since text-oriented
theoriecs focus on the poem or prose narrative, they are
collectively referred to as an objective theory ofintcrprcttltiou as
opposed to a mimetic or expressive theory.?? Two major
schools of thought will be presented at this point: New
Criticism and structuralism.

NEW CRITICISM

New Criticism describes a general trend in literary theory
that dominated thinking in the 1940s and 1950s. While many
differences of opinion existed among the wvarious scholars
idenufied with this school of thoughe, they were umted on the
major points discussed below. Cleanth Brooks, Robert Penn
Warren, and W, K. Wimsatt in the United States and F. R,
Leavis in Britain are 4 few of the prominent scholars usually
associated with New Criticism. The roots of the movement,
however, may be traced to the thought of T. S, Eliot, 1. A.
Richards, and W. Empson, The name niay be traced to the title

UW. Kaiser, Towaund an Exvpetical Theology [Grand Wapids: Baker, 1981),
B3
P For this terminology, see Barton, “Classifying.”
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of John Crowe Ransom’s book The New Criticism, published in
1941. Many of the concerns of this predominantly Anglo-
American school are shared by Russian formalism, but discus-
sion of this latter school will be delayed unul later, since there is
a direct conncotion with structuralism.

The primary tenet of New Criticisin may be expressed
positively and negatively: the hterary work is self=sufficient; the
author's intention and background are unimportant to the critic.
New Crities speak of the literary text as an artifact or verbal
icon, Both of these metaphors express the self—sufficiency of the
literary work. Such critics require (indeed must restrict them-
selves to) only the text and do not use outside, or extrinsic,
imformation n its interpretation. The self-sufficiency of the
literary text unplies the denial of the author. The author does
not speak from a position of privilege or special insight into his
or her own text. Here, New Crticismn parts company with
traditional interpretation, not only of the first part of this
century, but since the Enlightenment.

The self-sufficiency of the text further implies the neces-
sity for a close reading of the text. If meaning restdes in the texe
itself, it may be discovered only through careful analysis. Such
close reading analyzes the complex interrelationships within the
work itself. The study of poetic ambiguity (in the sense of
multiple meaning), tension, irony, and paradox are examples of
the hterary concerns of New Cntical scholars.

In the late 1950s New Critcism faded as the dominant
torce in literary studies.®* Unel that t@me the ideas associated
with New Criticism were widespread, being taught even on the
high-school level. It is not surprising, therefore, that its
influence was felt on biblical studies as well. M. Weiss, for
example, explicitly states and applies the principles of New
Criticism to the interpretation of the biblical text.?t Weiss cites
various New Critical theories to justify his rejection of external
approaches to the meaning of a passage of Scripture and to read
the text “closely.” He is concerned with the interpretation of

S Lentricchia, Affer the New Criticisin (Lendon: Methuen, 1980), p. 4
P W eiss, The Bible frome Within.
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the whole poem as it stands, thus the name rotal interpretation for
his approach. His book begins with studies of texts on the word
and phrase levels, He continues with an analysis of sentences
and sequences of sentences and then concludes with research on
structure and whole texts. The outline of his book illustrates his
twin concerns with close reading and with the text as a whole,

The “Shethield school™ and those more or less associated
with it (mostly through the Journal for the Study of the Old
Testameni) have in the past adopted many of New Criticism's
insights into biblical exegesis. Good examples may be cited in
D. Gunn's stimulating studies of the Saul and David mate-
rials.? See alse A. Berlin's work. 20

J. Barton has advanced the provocative thesis that
B. Childs's “canonical method™ is formally related to New
Criticism.?” Childs himself, Barton concedes, distances himself
from any literary justification for his approach. Nonetheless,
Childs’s treatment of biblical texts as self-sufficient and as
understood within a literary tradition (canon) bears a close
relationship to the principles of New Criticism.

STRUCTURALISM

New Criticism has had a relatively minor impact on
biblicul studies. In contrast, structuralism is of major inipor-
tance in contemporary research on the Old and New Testa-
ments. Structuralism describes a broad movemenrt that afiects
many disciplines. Linguistics, anthropology, law, philosophy,
and sociology are just a few, though perhaps the maost
discussed, of the fields of study in which an application of
structural thinking may be found. Structuralism is broad in a
second sense as well. Vastly different approaches are placed
under the structuralist umbrella, As Poythress has stated,
“Structuralism is more a diverse collection of methods, para-
digms and personal preferences than it is a ‘system,” a theory or

D Guno, The Story of King David: Cenre amd Interpretation (JSOT Supp. 6;
Shefticld: JSOT, 1978); idem, The Fate af King Saul: An Iterpretation ¢fa Bibfical
Stary (JSOT Supp. 14, Shefficld: J5OT, 1980,
¢ Berlin, Peciics and Iuterpretation,

*?Barton, Reading the O Testament, pp. 140=57.
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a well formulated thesis, '3 Most important, perhaps, structur-
alism is broad wn that it ¢laims 1o be, “not a method of inquiry,
bur a gencral theory about human culture. ™

By necessity then, our brief deseription of structuralisim
will be simplistic. After a short history of the development of
structuralism, the main prineiples will be displayed and dis-
cussed. The structuralism presented here might be called the
conservative version, associated with the carly R Barthes and
the summarizing work of |. Culler,

istory of develapment. The linguist Ferdmand de Saussure
turned the attention of his field to the sign nature of languoage.
He 1s commonly credited as the facher of structuralism, though
a lesser-known precursor is Charles 5. Peirce. Saussure, whaose
major work is really the posthumous compilation of his lecture
notes, proposed a series of distinctions that set the stage for
modern stadies.’ His most famous division is between langue
and parole. The former may be defined as “a system, an
mstitution, a sct of interpersonal rules and norms, ™! The latter
refers o actual sentences used in writing or speaking. The
second distinction identifies the two aspects of a sign, partico-
larly the linguistic sign: the signifier and the signified. The
signifier refers to the word, or acoustical image, while the
signified perrains to the concept evoked by the signifier,
Consider the word dag. The combination of the lecters them-
sclves, or, better, the phonemes represented by the leters, are
the signifier. The concept (not the object, since the dog may be
a nonexistent, nietaphorical dog) evoked by the signifier is an
animal of a certain specics. The relationship between the
signifier and the signified is arbitrary in that there is no inherent,
predetermined relationship between the acoustical image and
the concept. This fact may be demonstrated easily by noting the
different words used in various languages to refer to the animal

English speakers call dog.

#AV. 5. Poythress, “Structuralism and Biblical Studies.” JET'S 21 (1978): 221.

“Parton, Reading the Ol Testament, p. 112,

"“F. de Saussure, Conrse i General Linguistics, ed. C. Bally and A. Sechehaye
{(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959).

MQuller, Strucuralist Poctics, p. 8.
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A chird distinction places syntagmatic  analysis  over
against paradigmatic analysis, This distinction is illustrared
most simply on the level of the sentence. In the man saw rhe wolf,
a syntagmaric approach would analyze the five words in the
sentence in their relationships to each other. A paradigmatic
analysis, on the other hand, examines cach slot in the sentence:
the man / saw / the wolf. As McKnight states it “*Paradigmatc
relationships of a word are those which may replace it in a
sentence without making the sentence unacceptable, ™ These
words are related as a group, and the use of any one will cali
into mind the others. For instance, saw could be replaced by
observed, espied, or the like. This third Saussurian distinetion is
particularly important in differentiating the variation between
Propp's and Lévi-Strauss’s method of studying narrative (sec
below).

Meanwhile in Moscow and later in Prague, literary
scholars (as 4 zroup labeled Russian formalists) were exploring
avenues that eventually led to common concerns and ap-
proaches with European and American structuralists ) Indeed,
the connection is embodied in one prominent practitioner of
structuralism, Roman Jakobson. Jukobson was involved with
the Moscow Linguistic Circle (founded in 1915), moved to
Prague when the Moscow group was suppressed by the Soviets,
and eventually ended up in New York, where he influenced the
anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. A second major hgore of
Russian formalism whose work provided a direct influence on
the developmient of structuralist approaches to narrative 15 V.
Propp.

Structuralism as a major school of Jiterary crivicism really
began only in the 1960s. H. Felperin would date the coming of
age of literary structuralism to 1966, the year in which Rolind
Barthes published Critigue ef vérité.?* Here, Barthes proclaimed
the importance of what he called the “science of literature,”

MMeKnight, The Bille aid the Reader, p. 7.

Y. Jameson, The Prisou-House of Language (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1972), pp. 43-98; most recently, McEnight, The Bible and the Reades, pp.
16—-19.

YH. Felperin, Beyond Deconstricion (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), p, 74,
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which is concerned not with the interpretation of particular
works but with the “conditions of meaning.” He and others
such as Todorov desired to describe a “grammiar” of literature.

Major principles. A major impetus for the development of
structuralism in the area of literary criticism was the desire to be
“saentific,” o rmse literary studies from the realm of the
subjective to the objective—that 15, to provide literature with a
method of analysis that could be demonstrated and repeated. As
R, C. Culley summarized it, strucruralists “are seeking a
method which is scientific in the sense that they are striving for
a rigorous statement and an exacting analytical model."™* More
recent structuralist studies do not take such a radically scientific
approach. 't

Structuralism developed from linguistics. In particular,
the development traces to Saussure's insight into the nature of
the sign in linguistics. Another common name for this field is
sermiotics (from the Greek word for sign). Words are perhaps
the clearest examples of Saussure's thought as he discussed the
workings of signs. Structuralism as 4 whole may be defined as
the extension of the linguistic metaphor to other semiotic
systems, Literature is considered by structuralists to be a
“second-order semiotic system,” in that literary texts are
constructed from language. Literature and literary texts are,
therefore, capable of structuralist analysis.

The analogy between linguistics and literature leads to
insights into the nature of literature. The two most important
ideas for our purposes are literary competence and literature as
systemic. The conception of literary competence may be traced
back to Saussure’s foundanonal distinction between langue and
parale, or abstract rules and acrual utterances. Speakers of a
language do not have a complete or explicit knowledge of alt
the rules. These rules are “racitly shared by members of a

SR C Culley, "Exploring New Dircctions,” in The Hebrew Bible and lis
Mudern Interpreters, ed. ). A, Knight and G. M. Tucker (Philadelphia: Formess,
1985), p. 174,

"“R. Polzin, Biblical Structiralism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), esp. chap. 1,
“What 1= Structuralism?”
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speech community,”” The internalization of langue permits the
understanding of any particular utterance. When studying a
second language, for instance, the student learns the rules of
morphology and syntax, memorizes basic vocabulary, and thus
becomes competent in that language. Noam Chomisky popular-
1zed the notions of competence, which describes the mastery of
the basic rules of a language, and performance, which concerns
the production of acrual sentences.

Early structuralist critics extended this hinguistic notion to
literature. One becomes competent in a literary tradition or
literature in general by learning the syntax, or rules, of
narrative. Deep underlying structures may be discerned that cut
across literature as a whole, Another way of describing these
rules is to call them compentions.

Structuralists and their interpreters often illustrate these
ideas by using game analogics. Amencan football, for example,
is played by a set of rules that are not too difficult to assimilate
or internalize, but unless they are learned, one cannot play the
game or even follow it. To become competent in football
entails learning the rules and conventions of the game (i.e., a
forward pass is permissible, a linentan may not go downfield on
a pass play, ete).

Literary conventions are numerous and depend on the
type of literature being analyzed. Indeed, genre is a way of
describing a convention of literature. The interpreter needs to
distinguish between prose and poctry, novel and lyric, ete. Such
an approach to literature leads to the suppression of both the
author and the reader in structuralist thought. As Culler
describes 1 “The [structuralist] concepts of écriture and lecture
have been brought to the tore so 25 to divert attention from the
author as source and the work as object and focus it instead on
two correlated networks of convention: writing 4s an institution
and reading as an activity,™?

To put it perhaps in extreme form, writers are not seen as

Wahrams, Glogary, p, %5
WCuller, Stuciuralisi Poetics;, p. 9.
“id., p. 131,
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original contributors to their work but as users of previous
devices, Their work is a conglomeration of previous works.
Since, by necessity, only established literary conventions can be
used, the meaning of the work is found in the convention rather
than the intention of the author. The common use of literary
conventions describes the structuralist notion  intertextuality.
According to Julia Kristeva, “Every text takes shape as a mosaic
of citations, every text is the absorption and transformation of
other texts. The notion of intertextuality comes to take the
place of the notion of ntersubjectivity. """ The reader meets the
same fate. The competent reader has assimilated the conven-
tions. He or she brings nothing to the interpretation of the text
besides an explicit and implicit knowledge of how literature
“works.” In short, the meaning of a text resides in the
conventional code, which has a public meaning, not in the
author’s intention or in the reader’s preunderstanding, Reading
i5 4 "rule-governed process.”™! According to Robert Scholes,
both readers and authors are “divided psyches traversed by
codis,

Besides the idea of literary competence, the notion of
literature as systemic represents a second insight provided by the
structuralise analogy between lingusocs and liceracure, The
division between the conventional nature of literarure and
licerature as a system s artificial. The system of literature is
compaosed of the various conventions, Onee again it is helpful
to begm with an illustration  from linguistics, Phonemes,
words, and seutences have no inherent meaning. Meaning is
communicated by way of contrast within a closed system, For
mstanee, the forms pat and bat are phonologically distinguished
by the difference between p and b, which is a difference betwesn
voicelessness and voice. But p and b have meaning only in the
system of English phonemes and particularly in contrast to one
another. On the level of the distinctive feature, we notice

M Newriofike  Rechirchm JUlEr Hne .'r'.lr:.u.lnrfj'rr (5ewil, Pans, 1969), P 140,
Cuated in Culler, Straciuralics Poesids, P

b, p. 241

PO Seholes, Semuoiics and hiterpretazion (ew Haven: Yale Lliversity Press,
1982, p. 14,
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binarism, another characteristic feature of structuralism. Struc-
turalists “look for functional eppositions in whatever marterial
they are studying.™?' According o Barton, structuralists

tend to argue that all structures within which meaning can be
wencrated, whether they be linguistic, social or aesthetic, can be
analyzed id terms of pairs of opposites. . . . To be uble to say
what meaning is to be attached to an utterance, @ gesiure or an
object, we need ta know what it is not, as well as what it is: to
know from what range ot possibilities it has been selected, and
what was excluded when it was chosen. ¥

Rigorous structuralists argue that, like compurers, the human
brain perceives and processes data according to the prineiple of
binarism.

Structuralist appreaches to prose narrative. Structuralism has
emphasized prose narrative over agunst poetry. Structuralise
study of plot and character in prose stories has had a2 major
tmpact on the analysis of biblical texts. I thus deseribe briefly
the development of structuralist thinking in this area, followed
by the application of structuralism to the parable of the Good
Samaritan,

[ restrict my survey of structuralist approaches to prose
parrative to its beginnings with V. Propp and the later
refinements of A, J. Greimas. To be complete, one would need
to examine the later insights of R, Barthes (in his work §/2), T.
Todorov, and others. Space will not permit such 4 survey.** In
any case, the majority of biblical studies rhat adopt a structural-
ist perspective are theoretically dependent on Propp and
Greimas,

Prapp's Morpholegy of the Folktale deserves 1o be noted as
one of the major contributions of Russian formalism % Propp
wrote a “morphology” or “poetics” of the folktale. He
analyzed the folktale as ronsisting of two clements: roles and

Culler, Stmaumlio Paenes, po 14

HBartowt, Readivg the O Tetment, po 111,

Wisee the summary {with bibliography) of Melughe, The ikl amd the
Rewiler; pp 49-34,

WY Propp, Maphology of the Folktaly, 2d ed., teans. Lo A, Wagner (Awsrin:
University of Texas Uress, 1968)
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functions. In examining approximately a hundred Russian tales,
he concluded that there was a structure to be discerned under
the surface of the text, This insight led hinm to deseribe a finite
mwuber of roles und functions that surface in actual tales n
different guises,

According to Propp there are seven roles, or "spheres of
actions™: e villain, the donor, the helper, the sought-for
person and her father, the dispatcher, the hero, and the false
hero. Specifie characters may fill more than one of these roles in
a particular folkuale, but these categories exhaust the possibili-
ties for characters.

Propp defines a function as “an act of a characer, defined
from the point of view of its significance for the course of the
action. ™7 There are thirty-one functions, according to Propp,
and while not all functions occur in any one text, they always
oceur in the same sequence. By way of illustration, I list here
the first five of Propp's tunctions:

1. A member of a family leaves home (absentation).

2. An imterdiction is addressed to the hero.

3. There is a vielation of the interdiction.

4. The villain makes an attempt at recennaissance.

5. The villain receives information about his vietim

(delivery).

Greimas builds on Propp's analysis and refines it so that it
is more manageable.®® The refincwient takes a decided turn
under the influence of Lévi-Strauss.*? Propp's analysis may be
categorized as a4 syntagmatic approach that follows the linear
sequence of the story, Lévi-Strauss adopts a paradigmatic stance
that departs from the order of the story as given and probes the
structure through the analysis of “schemata™ that “‘exist
stmultancously, superimposed on one another on planes with

hid., 21.

WAL ] Greimas, Struchiral Semantice: An Ameenpt @t a0 Methed, trans.
D McDowell ve. sl (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1054

MCE McKnight, The Bible and the Reader, pp. 53-54; R. Scheiffer,
“Introdoction” o Greimas, Structural Semantice.
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different levels of abstraction.™" [He s best known for his
description of the oppositional character of Propp's “spheres of
action,” He refers to these spheres as actants and charts the
relationship between them in a tale in the following way:

tender —» Object —» Receiver

Helper —= Subject =— Opponent

The opposition in the tale occurs between the subject and the
object, the sender versus the receiver, and the helper versus the
opponent. By sctting Propp’s functions in binary opposition,
Lévi-Strauss also reduces cheir number to twenty.

Biblical Studies

As mentioned, biblical scholars most frequently appeal to
the work of Greimas to provide the theoretical basis for their
structuralist study of the Bible. These scholars have particularly
used his actantial model, which is only a part or one level of lus
analysis. Scheiffer has noted;

Mast commentators on Greimas . .. have taken Greelmas's
actantial analysis as the central feature of his semuntics of
discourse, and while this is not incorrect, it has the tendency to
make the technique of actantial analysis the pinnacte of Greimas's
pyramid rather than to position it as a structure which both
crowns and supports its neighboring structures in a kind of
geodesic dome.®!

Greimas and other structuralist writers—as well as their
commentators—are often unclear in their theoretical expres-
sion. Scholes finds that Greimas is “{requently crabbed and
cryptic,”3? The result is that biblical schelars are at odds

Y McKnight, The Hible and the Riader, p. 52

1 Scheiffer, “Introduction,” p. xli

$2Quoted in ], D). Crossan, “Comments on the Artcle of Daniel Paue™
Semeia 2 (1974): 121.
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concerning the correct application of his theory to particular
texts. More basic disagreement occurs regarding the value of
structural analysis for the exegenical task.

These issues may be most clearly observed by referring to
the essays of Patte, Crespy, Crossun, and Tannchill in Semeia
(1974), which focus on the analysis of the parable of the Good
Samaritan. Each attempts to apply Greimas's model ro the
parable and comes up with serikingly different resules, T discuss
Patte’s analysis here, since it perhaps most accurately applies
Greimas’s model to the texe

Patte's structuralist analysis of the parable of the Good
Samaritan  (Luke 10:30-33) acknowledges Grenmas's  three
structural levels—deep, superficial (intermediate), and sur-
face— but Patte really treats ordy the middle level of parrative
structure. Furthermore, he divides this middle level of analysis
into twao types: semiotic and semantic, with the strong emphasis
on the lareer.

The semantic narrative structure is in tern divided into
“six  hicrarchically distmet elements”™ by Pawe,  following
Greimas. They are Usequence, svntago, utterance, actantial
model, function, and actanc, %4 Each of these items is briefly
explained by Patre and situated in his overall method.

Patre hegins his anadysis of the parable by separating the
sequences, which he does by analyzing the  disjuncrional
functions {the “movements and encounters of actors’’) within
the parable. This analysis uncovers eight sequences in the text of
the parable, which tmnsform themselves somchow (no explana-
tion is given) into seven lexie.

Patte applics the actantial model of Greimas to each of the
lexir (unlike Crossan, wheo develaps it for the text as 4 whole).
Since in thy section [ ean grve hotde more than a taste of this
type of analysis, | discuss here only the model for fexie 6: “and
bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; then he et him
on his own beast and brought him to an inn, ind took care of

HI Pane, "Marrative and Seroctore and the Good Samariean,’ Semeia 2
(1974): 12T

A HISTORICAL SURVEY 37

him. And the nexr day he took out two denarii and gave them
(vv. 34-35 nsv).
Applying Greimas's actantial model to this text, we note

T

to the innkeepers. . . .

that the sender is unknown; the object is the injured nian's
“status as subject,” that is, his recovery; and the recaver 1s
therefore the injured man. The subject, or hero, according to
Propp’s terminology, is the Samariran; the opponents are the
robbers {even though they are nat mentioned in this lexie, Patte
earrics them over); and the helpers include the oil, wine,
donkey, moncey, and innkeeper.

{———————»slatus as subject the man

ail, wine, elc——Samaritan robbers

Such, 1 brief, is the type of analysis Patte and others use
for biblical exegesis. He states that such an analysis serves the
funcrion of ““reducing the narrative to its basic elements,” which
“clarifies what *happens’ in the text. "5 Both Crossan and Patte,
however, believe that the importance of such studies really is
found elsewhere in a “complete and systematic investigation of
the forms and genres of the New Testament.'* This ¢laim has
yet to be demonstrated. Perhaps, as Culley in his rather
reserved praise of structuralism puts it, *Real insights are gained
into the phenomenon of literature.”s* Nevertheless, its high
level of complexity, its almost esoteric erminology, and its
(thus far) very limited help toward understanding the text
(which for many structuralists is not cven a concern) have and
likely will prevent the vast majority of biblical scholars from
actively participating in the endeavor.

Hbid., po X
Vlrossan, "Comments on the Ardcle,™ p. 122,
Culley, “Esplaring,” p. 177,
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READER-CENTERED THEORIES
Literary Studies

So far we have surveyed theories that have placed the
locus of meaning in the author and in the text In addition, a
number of recent approaches concentrate on the reader's role in
the production of meaning,.

Anyone who has worked with a number of students on a
literary text knows that it 15 possible to obtain as many
interpretations of the text as there are students in the class.
Different readers will interpret the same text sometimes
similarly, sometimes in vastly different ways. 1f meaning is not
inherent in the author’s intention or in the text itself, how are
we to evaluate these different interpretations? One response is to
say that they are all equally valid. Meaning resides in the reader,
not in the text. The reader ereates the meaning of che texe

Many reader-response theories, however, are more lim-
ited, holding that the reader in fnteraction with the text produces
meaning. According to E. V. McKnight:

The relationship between reader as subject (acting upan the text)
and the reader as object (being acted upon by the texr), however.
is not seen as 4 opposition but as two sides of the same coin. It is
only as the reader is subject of testand langoage that the reader
becomes object. It is as the reader becomes object that the
fullness of the reader’s needs and desires as subject are met.>?

In this view, readers are not free to do what they will with the
text but are constrained by the text in their interpretation.
Who is the reader according to these theones? Differences
abound. Some refer to any old reader; others have in mind a
“superreader,” “informed reader,” “ideal reader,” or, n struc-
turalist terms, the completely competent reader.’® We do not

need to solve these problems. We simply recognize that certain

theorists concentrate on the reader’s role in the process of

Interpretation.

McKmght, The Bible ond e Reader, po 128,
R M. Fowler, "Who Is “the Reader” in Readsr Response Crnincsm,™ Senicia
31 (1985): 523,
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Biblical Studies

Thus far few biblical scholars have argued for an exclu-
sively reader-response approach to exegesis. Scholars, however,
are increasingly recognizing the role of the reader in interpreta-
tion. [aor instance, Anthony Thiselton describes rhe act of
terpretation as i bridging of two horizons: that of the text and
that of the reader. Significantly, he does not call for a complete
divestment of the reader’s preunderstanding as one encounters
the text.™

The most frequent appeal to reader-response theory in
biblical studies comes from those who might be called “ideo-
logical readers.” Here | refer to those who read the Scriptures
with a definite, usually political, agenda. The two most
prominent types of ideological readers today are liberation
theologians and feminist scholars,

Liberation theologians read the text, attending primarily
to what they perceive are the needs of their contemporary
society, doing so in the light of the modern political philosophy
of Marxism." Such a reading will bring certain elements of the
text into prominence, in particular, those texts concerning the
liberation of the oppressed. The Exodus, which is certainly a
major biblical theme, takes on even larger proportions in the
writings of theologians of liberation.

There are many differences among biblical scholars who
operate under the rubric of feminism. ' Some wish simply to
explore the characters, books, and themes that are relevant ro
the sitvation of the modern woman. Studies of female charac-
ters, such as the wives of David, are an example. Others want
to read the whole text from a female perspective to see what
differcnce it makes for the implied reader to be a woman. Still
others wish to read the Bible as women in order to “explade the

A Thiselton, The Twae Horizons: New Tesament Henmenoics and Philesoph-
teal Deseription (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 19810,

1 imclude here not only these scholars who recagnize thae they are reader-
response crinies bue some who would assert that they are text artented (o, N.
Gotewald, The Tribes of Yahuweh [Maryknoll: Ochis, 1979])

“18ee the collected stndies and bibliographies in JSOT 22 (1982).




40 LITERARY APPROACHES TO BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

myth of patriarchy’’—thar is, to show the innate prejudice of
the Scriptures against women and to expose the Bible as a tool
of oppression. They are united in the sense that they approach
the text with an agenda. Many utilize reader-response theory
for their theoretical justification.

While extreme forms of liberation theology and feminism
must be rejected and caution must be taken regarding all forins
of ideological reading on the grounds that distortion is possible
or even likely, much may nevertheless be learned from these
perspectives. These readers bring out thenmies of Seripture that
are commenly passed over by most readers of the Bible—
concern for the poor, the role of wornen, and so forth,

We must remember that #o ene can approach the biblical
text objectively or with a completely open mind. Indeed, such
an approach to the text would be undesifable. Everyone comes
to the text with questions and an agenda, One’s atticude,
however, should be one of openness taward change.

Consideration of the need for openness leads to a brief
comment on contextualization ®? Evangeheal theologians and
biblical scholars are becoming increasmgly sensitive to the fact
that cach reader approaches the Scriptures with certain cultural
and personal questions and assumptions,®* We are not neutral
and objective as we approach the text. We come at it from
ditferent perspectives. This preunderstanding will influence our
mterpretation of Scripture. The issue is not one of incorrect
interpretation but of our giving prominence ta certain parts of
the text and not to others. We might read, say, the Song of
Songs as a singl¢ man or woman and then some time later as a
voung married person and find that our attention is drawn to
different aspeces of the text,

Chnstian thinkers recognize this phenomenon as existing
also between cultures. A Christian from Egypt, oue from the
Umited States, and one from China will cach come to the text
with difterent questions and needs, The Seriptures are the same

*8ee Ho Conng Flermal Wand and Changging Wordds [Grand Rapids: Zonlervan,
Fs4).
Eee Thwelton, Tihe Two Hovizons,
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for cach. The preunderstanding of the meerprerer encounters the
text and muest conform to it. Contextualization implies not that
the interpreter creates meaning bue simply that the nterpreta-
tion of the biblical text involves its application to the respective
Contemporary situations.

DECONSTRUCTION
Literary Studies

The cutting edge of literary studies in the mid-1980s is
deconstruction,™ It is the “new wave' from France. Like the
previous imports (existentialism, structuralism), deconstruction
has brought strong reactions, both positive and negative, from
English and American scholars.

I discuss deconstruction at the end of this survey of
literary theory, not simply because it is the most prominent of
recent xpproaches. Each of the other theories emphasizes one of
the clements of the act of literary communication: author, text,
or reader, Deconstruction, on the contrary, questions the
grounds of all these approaches. Culler, in his insightful analysis
comments, "It demonstrates the difficultics of any theory that
would define meaning m a univocal way: as what an author
intends, what conventions determine, whar a reader experi-
ences, 07 Deconstruction, thercfore, stands outside of the
pattern of the other theories and is treared separately,

As with New Crticisin and struceuralism, it must be said
that deconstruction is “[not a] method, system, or settled body
of idcas. " This caveat takes on special force since, as will be
seen below, deconstruction is constantly in danger of taking
self too seriously and thus becoming another text-centered
theory.

"4 There are already indications, however, that the deconstruction sehool is no
lenger avant-garde. D T racy, Plurdlity wmd Ambipity (San Francisco; Harper
and Row, 1957), is 2 post-deconstructionist statement in bermeneutics,

¥3). Culler, On [erosstruction: heory amd Criticism  Afier - Structuralism
{(London: Routledpe & Kegan Paul, 19823, p. 131, .

"‘;C. Narris, Decesstmction: Theory and Pracice (Londain: Methuen, 1982),
(i
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Deconstruction is most closely assocated with Jacques
Derrida, His first major writings appeared in 1967, but his
major influgnce came in the 1970s and continucs in the l980§.
Derrida is part philosopher and part literary critic, but his
impact has occurred in the latter ficld, though in his hands t‘hc
division between these two disciplines becomes quite fuid.
Derrida, indeed, attacks the Western philosophical tradition that
subordinates writing to speaking. Since at least Plato, speech
has been thought to bear a closer relationship to pure thouglit
than does writing. Writing removes communication 3 step
further from authorial presence. Derrida argues that this
attitude, which underlics Western philosophy, demonstrates a
stubbarn belief in presence. Ultimately, such a behet s grounded
in what he calls “a transcendental signified,” which Abrams
describes as “an absolute foundation, outside the play of
language itsclf, which is adequate to ‘center’ (that i, te a‘nchor
and organize) the linguistic system in such a way us to (.n; the
particular meaning of a spoken or written discourse within that
system, %7

Derrida argues instead for the priority of writing over
speech, He believes that writing is a clearer illustration of what
characterizes all language acts: the slippage between sign and
referent, signifier and signified. Derrida’s extreme langl.fagc
skepticism calls into question the act of licerary communication,
Characteristic of Derrida is an analysis of pivotal philosophers
such as Plato, Rousseau, Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, and Austin. He
exposes their logocentricism (belief in a “metaphysics of pres-
ence”), which is implied in their fundamental phmmccnlrricr'sm
(priority of speech over writing). He probes the rext of icsc
philosophers until he uncovers an aporia (a basic contradiction),
which usually involves the philosopher’s use of imetaphor or
some other rhetorical device. Metaphor is key in this regard
becuuse it displays the slippage between sign and reterene. Its
use by the philosopher demonstrates, contra the philosophers;
that the truth claims of philosophy arc no different from thosc
of fiction.

s? Abrams, Glossary, p. 38,

A HISTORICAL SURVEY 43

The fundamental force behind Derrida's writing is his
heightening the distance between signifier and signified. Here
he threatens the possibility of lhterary communication. He
beping with Saussure’s premise that a sign has no inherent
meaning but finds meaning only in distinction to other elements
in the semiotic system. Meaning is thus a function not of
presence but of absence. Derrida’s concept of différance is helpful
here. (The @ in différance shows that the word 15 2 neologism,
constructed from two different French words, one meaning * to
differ,” the other “to defer.™) The meaning of a linguistic or
literary sign is based on its difference in comparison with other
signs and as such is always deferred, or delayed. With
deconstruction one enters the “endless labyninth. "% Meaning 1s
never established; the pun becomes the favored interpretive
device.

The main bastion of American deconstruction has been at
Yale. G. Hartman, H. Bloom, P. DeMan, and J. Hillis Miller,
though different from Derrida and from each other, have been
identified as his most able representatives.” Some advocares for
deconstruction have expressed fear that deconstruction may be
threatened by its routine use in the study of texts, They fear that
some scholars are applying Derrida’s style of analysis to texts
mechanically, which may signal its demse

Al present, however, deconstruction is alive and well and
i5 threatened seriously only by Marxist or political mterpreters.
Marxist interpreters disdain deconstruction, since 1t removes
literature and the critic from any meaningful interaction with
the world. Derrida’s motto “there is nothing outside of the
text’ irritates them. The clash between this-worldly and no-
worldly interpretation wiil continue into the next decade.

Michael Edwards provides brief, but tantalizing, com-
ments on deconstruction from a Christian perspective ™ Instead
of criticizing Derrida, he points out the fundamental insight into

“%Lentricclaa, Affer the New Criticism, p. 166,

89%ee V. B. Letch, Deconcructive Criticion: An Advanced Introduction (MNew
York: Columbia University Press, 1983), and more popularly, Campbell,
“Tyranny.”

M. Edwards, Towards @ Christian Poetics (London: Macmiltan, 1984).
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the nature of language that Derrida provides. Edwards does not
gainsay Derrida’s fundamental atheism but points out that like
most non-Christian philosaphers, Derrida builds on an essen-
tially true insight. Edwards claims that Derrida 15 right to pont
out the extreme difficulties in communication. There are
fissures or breaks between words and their referents. Derrida
attributes this shppage to an absence ot the *‘transcendental
stgnified™ (i.e., God), Edwards to the Fall.

Biblical Studies

Presently there are few signs of Derndean influence on
biblical studies. We have observed, however, that every major
school of thought has eventually influenced biblical studies, and
there 15 no reason to doubt that deconstruction will follow suit.

To say that no influence has been registered would be
incorrect, Semeia 23 (1982) is entitled Derrida and Biblical Studies.
Furthermore, the New Testament scholar John Dominic Cros-
san has been active in bringing Derrida’s thought to bear on
issues of interpretation, This influence is most readily scen in his
book Cliffs of Fall: Paradox and Polyvatence i the Parablvs of fesus
(1980), in which he analyzes the parables from a Derndean
perspective. He finds that the metaphencity of the parable has a
“void of meaning at 1s core. . . . it can mean so many things
and generate so many diftering interpretations because it has no
fixed, umivocal or absolute meanmng to begin with. ™V Tnstead of
searching for the meanmg ot the parable, he play: (@ tavonte
metaphor of deconstructive method) with the words of the rext.

Perhaps the most explicit deconstructive study of OId
Testament texts is found in Peter Miscall's The Workings of Ofd
Testament Narrative, He devotes the bulk ol his book to a close
reading of Genesis 12 and | Samuel 16—22. For Miscall, such a
reading reveals wformation thar is insufficient for arniving at a
single meaning. “There s, at the same time, too littde and too
much ol the narrative, tao few and too many details, and this

oy Coramsam, Clifls af Fallt [New York: Hi.'.ll:-ur)’. 1980, - U1tk e also
G. Aichele, Jro, The Limits of Story (Philscdelphiac Forrress, 1985,
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gives rise to the many, and frequently contradictory, interpreta-
tions of and conjectures about OT narrative.”7* e concludes
that to attempt to pin down a single meaning of the text is
misguided and argues that most exegetical issues are undecida-
ble: “The reading encounters ambiguity, equivocation, opposed
meanings and cannot decide for or establish one or the other;
the reading cannot stop, 1t cannat control or limit the texe, """

In hes analysis of the David and Goliath stary, for
example, Miscall concentrates on bath the concrete details of
the text as well as the gaps, for instance, information not given
in the text about a character’s motivation. By such an analysis of
the text of 1 Samuel 17, Miscall claims that

David's character is undecidable. The text permits us to regard
David as a pous and innocent young shepherd poing to battle
the Plulistine becanse of the Iatter’s defiance of the Lord and as a
cunning and ambitious young warrior who is aware of tlic effects
that his defeat of Goliath wall have on the assembled army, 74

In the postscript Miscall explicitly connects his readings
with a deconstructive approach to the text. He points out
instances he finds of aporia, of inherent contradictions in the
text. He argues thar the type of ambiguity he thus demonstrates
18 the result of the nature of literary communication (the
slippage of signifier and signified) and that the Bible, like other
works of literature, always deconstruces iself,

2P, D, Miscall, The Workings of Ol Testament Narrative (Philadelphia
Forteess, 1983), p. 1.

Bbd., p. 2.

lbid., p. 73.
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